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The 18th of October 1980 saw the centenary of the birth of Pattikkan-. 
thodi Ramunni Menon, the most important teacher of Kathakali in North 
Kerala. He was a great actor too. 


Like Mathur Kunhu Pillai Panikker, Ramunni Menon was a conven. 
tional player. While, for example, Kavungal Sankara Panikker and Takazhi 
Kunju Kurup personated a character they were playing, Ramunni Menon 
would always seek the convetional signs of expression although uniformly 
using them with consummate skill. He was never monotonous, never medio- 


ocre. 


Many people objected that he was always “Ramunni Menon’’; but 
they forget in the first place that a player with such a face could not disguise 
his individuality. In spite of that familiar face which naturally reappeared 
under all roles, the representative power of the actor did really display 
itself in all of them. Ramunni Menon played all the leading roles in the 
classical plays such as Dharmaputra in Kirmmiravadham (his master-piece), 
Arjuna in Kalakeyavadham, Bhima in Bakavadham andKalyanasougandhikam, 
Duryodhana in Uttaraswayamvaram, Ravana in Udbhavam, Balivijayam 
and Bali vadham, Keechaka in Keehakavadham, Daksha in Dakshayagam, 
Durvasa in Ambarishacharitam and the Brahmana in Santanagopalam. 


I must confess that I did not like his performances in the early days of 
my play-going but later on I was able to appreciate his work. A player like 
Ramunni Menon—and none were like him—was not to be fully assimilated 
and savoured on first acquaintance. It took years for me to be able to appre- 
ciate him. He did equal Koranath Achuta Menon and Kavungal Sankara 
Panikker in certain roles such as Dharamaputra in Kirmmiravadham. The 
pathos and philosophical resignation of a strong character in the first scene 
and the passionate devotion, bhakti, in the scene with Krishna could not 
have been more forcibly rendered than by Ramunni Menon in this Play. He 
is peculiarly rigid; that is his weakness as well as his force. 
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Nevertheless all his work was invested with a stark efficiency which 
suggests some intricate mechanism at work rather than a human being. His 
response to melam was a joy to watch but we doubt if his heart was touched 
by the music. In other words his dancing-stylized turns and stamps of 
feet—were a joy to the eye but a little cold to the heart. One is tempted to 
say that there is such a thing as well-made playing, a sort of playing mecha- 
nically, effective but lacking in depth and sincerity. 


Ramunni Menon all the same was a real artist. He had a real artist’s 
love of his art and pride in it. And he always did his best. There were some 
who ridiculed his playing but Ramunni Menon paid no heed to them. He 
worked steadily and resolutely till his perseverence secured himan eminent 
position in the profession. Possibly he may not have achieved this if he had 
not been fortunate in wining the patronage of Olappamanna Mana where 
he had his early training under Ittiraricha Menon. Slowly the force that was 
in him, concentrated on one ideal of his life, made a player of very uncom- 
promising materials. His career is a lesson. It shows what can be done by 
courageous devotion and a burning desire to learn the resources of an art. 


Compared to players in general Ramunni Menon had more literary 
knowledge to which his acquaintance with Kodungallur Kunhunni Tham- 
puran greatly contributed. Of course it was only the actor’s feeling for the 
dramatist as distinct from appreciation of the poet. His zeal for tradition was — 
well known but Ramunni Menon had improved both the abhinaya and 
nrtta of Kathakali under the guidance of Kodungallur Kunhunni Thampuran 
and Kochunni Thampuran. Bhima in Kalyanasougandhikam and Keechaka 
in the dying scene of Keechakavadham have been innovated by him in a 
way neither the players nor the spectators suspect. 


Most, if not all the players, were vain; some of them notoriously so. 
Ramunni Menon was not so because of the sinking of the man in the artist. 
For sheer devotion to his art Ramunni Menon stands out in the front 
rank of Kathakali players. He never strove for public applause and never 
catered to the public taste. He died in 1948 at the age of sixty-eight. 


The significant service Ramunni Menon rendered to the Kathakali 
stage of North Kerala is that he preserved the tradition of Kalluvazhi school 
of Kathakali through his disciples, Kavungal Sankarankutty Panikker, 
Vazhenkada Kunju Nair, Kalamandalam Ramankutty Nair and Kalaman- 
dalam Padmanabhan Nair, who is also his son. 


Kerala Kalamandalam during its Golden Jubilee celebrations last 
November observed the Guru’s birth centenary when golden tributes were 
paid to him for his services to the stage. 
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